





C.J.M. Kellett Bidoli

BRITAIN AS PERCEIVED
BY ITALIAN STUDENTS OF
ENGL.ISH :

A STUDY IN CROSS-— CULTURAL
PERCEPTION

UNIVERSITA' DEGLI STUDI DI TRIESTE
Scuola Superiore di Lingue Moderne per
Interpreti e Traduttori
TRIESTE 1987






C.J.M. Kellett Bidoli

BRITAIN AS PERCEIVED
BY ITALIAN STUDENTS OF
ENGCL.ISH:

A STUDY IN CROSS—-CULTURAL
PERCEPTION

UNIVERSITA' DEGLI STUDI DI TRIESTE
Scuola Superiore di Lingue Moderne per
Interpreti e Traduttori
TRIESTE 1987






1. INtroduction cvvve s« s o« s casmaces s s . PP.

Contents

2 The Sample cceseeesonmamsnsessessamosensss
3. Method of data collection ....... S
4, Survey results .....co0000 o a8 monili i 55§
a. Section one - General background

qu.
qu.

qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.

1

b2

-3 D U

39

information ......... AT

il - - PR e S U
and 3 - Sex, Nationality and

Residence ...ccceveeaanns s

- Mode of English study  ......

- Length of English study ......
- Possible visits to the U.K.

- Areas of the U.K. visited ......

- Sources of information  ......

b. Section two - Mental maps......ccieceeeee
qu. 8 - Mental image of cities ..... cesaee
qu. 9 - Mental image of rivers  ......
qu. 10 - Mental image of upland areas .
gu. 11 - Mental image of the location

of some British products and
industries ....... i § paEaEE FPTILL

qu. 32 - Mental image of places in the

British Isles which attract
most foreign tourists GEaass

c. Section three - General knowledge test

qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.

12
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
23
24

and 13 - Climate ....cocoveareane
- Relief...... I T -
- Rivers  ..... T
-~ LaKkes = cicesssssnsavenseas .e
and 22 - Cognitive distance......
- Sea off the east coast  ......
Islands  ceovrvecerinnmnnses s
Isle of Man location ...........
- Loch Ness location ...........
- 2nd most populated city ......
British exports ........cccc00nn

o O G =

0O o0

10
14
14
15
17
19
24
24
47
54

62

71
75
75
79
79
80
80
83
83
84
84
85
87



ii

qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.
qu.

25 - British imports .....ccoeeeeeceen
26 - Dialects ..iiiesiecnnancnncans
27 - The Monarchy ....ccecceceensn
28 - The Universities  .....cc000e
29 - Newspapers  ...ecsevesascoses
30 - Political parties ......cccecenenn
31 - Commonwealth ...........c000n
33 - Political Party in Power ......
34 - Head of government ...........
35 - Scotland Yard location  ......
36 - Churches .....cevvevvencasnnns
37T - E.E.C. entry  ..cceeeeacrcncnen
38 - 10 Downing Street ...........

5. Final assessment ......ccecerccrecreanacnas
6. ConcluSion  ....cceseessesscccsssssssacnaas

Notes

------------------------------------

AppendiX  ...iciiiiiieiiiiisnieseisasne
Sources and references.....c.ceecceccsssnces

90

94

99
101
102
104
106
112
114
114
114
115
116
117
128
129
133
139



Fig.

1

"

A

"

[y

© 00 ~1T O WU

11

12

13
14

15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31

Figures

Age distribution of student sample .....
Sex, nationality and Italian geographical
distribution of student sample ..........
Regional distribution of students
resident in Italy = ....cceieecnccncnnnn
How students learnt English ..........
Length of English study ...............
Frequency of visits to the U.K.  .....
Length of stay in the U.K.  ..........
Various student functions in the U.K.
Geographical distribution of student
vigitg 1o the UK  sssvevsssies vosmmeve
Sources of information  .....cc0000000n
Standard deviation values of twelve
citie8 = seesievessaseenvans R R ——
Student response and 'acceptable’
location of cities  ........... R A—
Mean weighted values of the twelve cities
Student composite mental map of

twelve British cities ...... T TR P P
Student location of Birmingham ..........
Student location of Cardiff i G R SRR
Student location of Dundee  ..........
Student location of Glasgow ¥ b B
Student location of Liverpool ..........
Student location of London = ..........
Student location of Londonderry  .....
Student location of Manchester ....... S
Student location of Newcastle ..........
Student location of Plymouth ...... ot
Student location of Sheffield ..........
Student location of Southampton  .....
Number of total responses per river.....
Student location of the river Thames
Student location of the river Severn.....
Student location of the river Clyde .....
Student location of the Humber..........

iii

11

12
13
15
16
16
17

18
22

26

27
30

31
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
49
50
51
52



iv

n

"

"

"

"

n

. 32

33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46

a7

48

49

50
51

52
93
54
55
56

Student location of the river Mersey..... pp-

Student response and 'acceptable’
location of upland areas ......cceceeees
Student location of the Lake District
Student location of the Highlands .....
Student location of the Grampians .....
Student location of the Pennines  .....
Student location of the Cambrian
mountaing .....ecccereeesrerrccncncnannas
Student location of the Antrim Hills .....
Number of total responses per product
Student location of the shipbuilding
INAUSELY  secccvsnssssesnsssssanssessnnss
Student location of the motor car
iNndustry  c..civeeciiciiiictnsiaanenaans
Student location of the coalmining
industry .ccoe.ovioen wrmimsesesesd: § 018 B TR
Student location of the pottery

INAUSEIY  tieiereccercccnscasncscacarans
Student location of the cotton textile
INAuStry .eieiiieiriicintiirsarsancnnns
Student location of the woollen textile
INAUSITY . | snwesds s ss mammmess vy e vinnme e
Student perception surface of places in
Britain which most attract tourists .....
Percentage of total responses per question
12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 18, 19, 20, 21 and 23
out of the total possible answers  .....
Areas thought to have the heaviest
rainfall in the U.K. .. .ciieiiiinereneans
Cognitive distance SRR A S ST S
Percentage of total responses per question
24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30 and 31 out of
the total possible answers ......coec0eues
Real British exports ......ceeveevececens
Student perception of British exports
Real British imporis ........ S P
Student perception of British imports
English dialect perception ...............

53
54
56
57
58
59
60
61
63
65
66
67
68
69
70

72

76

78
81

86
88
89
92
93
95



"

A

"

"

i

o8

59

60

61

62

63

64

65

The Royal Family  ......civevveccnnees pp. 98
Student perception of the Monarchy ..... 100
The Commonwealth: ........cecvvveenens 110

Percentage of total responses per question
33, 34, 35, 36, 37 and 38 out of the total
ot possible ENSWETH.  sunames iss s sammenye &
Number of total responses to questions
R - S
Percentage of correct and incorrect
responses to questions in section three
Plot of C_' of respondents who visited

the UK. or. «did . NOL: vernaiven oo <o siozes ®
Plot of C_ ' of respondents who studled
English = .iieiiiiincrorienrensesncaceas

Plot of C_' of respondents who stayed
indhe U.K. | isssapemmnes s ssmibmsy

113

118

120

122

124

126



Tab.

"

"

"

"

LI

"

(=P 51 B~ VL o

10
11
12

Tables

Mean city location and standard

AEVIAHION &« viovilom e o o s 6 o awommime & = 5 » &40k PP- 25
Incorrect responses to qu. 23 .......... 85
British Universities correctly mentioned 101
Newspapers correctly mentioned  ..... 103
Incorrect responses to qu. 29 .......... 104
Real and perceived strength of

Parliamentary representation .......... 105
Number of student mentions of Parties

I TOBL ™ L idvasievsa g iamunemiay s 5 s b wiwnceie 106
Non-Commonwealth countries mentioned 107
Political sub-division mentioned

belonging to Commonwealth countries 108
Commonwealth member countries mentioned 109
Commonwealth member countries  ..... 111
British territories and dependencies

mentioned .......ciihiiiiiticitneeaeons 112



1. INTRODUCTION

All individuals compose a distinct mental image of the
environment in which they live. This unique impression is
formed and altered through time by many factors. These
include characteristics such as age, sex, personality at-
tributes and cultural features, for example, nationality,
the prevailing cultural milieu and access to information.
One is further influenced by ones associates, adherence
to a particular social sub-group, direct or indirect con-
tact with new experiences and distant spatial surround-
ings (1). Each of us acquire our personal image through
the input of information via the senses which is transfer-
red to the brain. There follows a complicated mental pro-
cessing which passes through various stages of filtering,
coding, classification, analysis, memorization, decoding
and retrieval.

To trace this process and give an accurate represent-
ation of this image is an arduous and almost forbidding
task. Notwithstanding, a notable number of studies have
been undertaken and have found that our mental images
of absolute space and attitudes, if compared with reality,
are often inaccurate and distorted by the influence of the
above mentioned factors and other external causes.

Several years of teaching Italian university students
about British life and culture have shown me that there
are a wide number of misconceptions concerning various
aspects of the United Kingdom. My interest was thus
aroused and I decided to conduct a survey in order to
attempt to determine these misapprehensions and contrive
some form of measurement of the true mental perception of
the country.

Since the 1950's a substantial quantity of literature
has accumulated regarding "perception" especially in the
fields of psychology, linguistics, geography, urban plan-
ning and more recently in sociology, political science and
history (2). Most early work was carried out by environ-
mental psychologists who developed two broad approaches.



One was behaviourist, much influencing study in the
United States (see Skinner, 1953 and Tolman, 1952) to
establish how peoples' mental views are explained by
behaviour. The second was cognitive (see Bruner 1966,
Piaget in Flavell 1963, Lewin 1951) and of particular in-
terest to Europeans, and later European geographers,
who became concerned with the mental images of the en-
vironment (3).

Earlier geographical studies dealt principally with the
perception of the environment immediately around the -
dividual in the U.S.A. (see Lowenthal, 1961, 1967) and
later the U.K. (see Lowenthal and Price, 1964, 1963).
Owing to the emerging interest, by architects and plan-
ners during the 1960's in city development and design,
much research was (and still is) carried out in the urban
context, for example to show how the individual judges
distance (4) from a set of focal points or point location,
such as famous landmarks or facilities (see Lynch, 1960).
The first indications were discovered of how the mental
image of each individual is greatly distorted from reality
through place of residence, social status, age, etc (5).
Other researchers developed a new school of thought
mainly concerned with hazard perception and attempted to
explain why people live in potentially dangerous areas at
the foot of volcanoes, in known seismic zones or on flood
plains (6).

Another branch of perception studies began to emerge
known as preferential perception to test the preferential
movement of people in a state or preferential residence in
foreign countries (7).

A rather neglected perception theme has been the
study of cross-cultural perception, some research by po-
litical scientists, sociologists and geographers has been
undertaken to discover general views held about foreign
countries or so-called extra-environmental perception
studies dealing with the 'invisible landscape’ or those
areas not part of a person's habitual environment. A few
of these studies have been limited to the perception of
geographical location or distance by placing the names of



cities or states on outline maps or drawing free hand
maps of whole continents (see Saarinen, 1973). Only a
handful of papers have been concerned with a wider
interpretation of the 'invisible environment' and have at-
tempted to discern an overall comprehensive view by ask-
ing questions about many varied aspects (8). For example
Goodey, in his paper on the Arizonan image of Britain
(see Goodey, 1973 and an abstract account in Goodey,
1974), asked students for 'first impressions of Britain'.
They were further required to write down descriptors of
the 'average Briton' and British landscape and asked
about their sources of information. In his conclusion he
stated:

But the present study was undertaken as a stu-
dent exercise, as an integral part of a course in
political geography which aimed at developing not
only traditional ideas on location, boundaries and
international rivers but aspects of stereotyping
and imagery which affect international relations.

(Goodey 1974, p. 77)

In linguistics, perception studies have been usually
linked to broader cross-cultural studies in language and
behaviour, borrowing much ground-work from the early
behaviourist movement. The behaviourist linguist L.
Bloomfield, believed that psychology should be included in
all studies of language through the description of the
behaviour of the speaker and listener (see Bloomfield,
1933). Another school of thought in linguistics, in which
'perception’ played the key role, was that concerning the
links between language and thought developed in the
early part of this century and influenced by the writings
of E. Sapir and B.L. Whorf (the so-called Sapir-Whorf
theory of linguistic relativity). In short, they believed
that different world views are held by the many peoples
of the earth, owing to the different languages spoken.
Thus according to this theory language can be seen as an
obstacle to the true preception of reality. Sapir wrote:



we see and hear and otherwise experience very
largely as we do because the language habits of
our community predispose certain choices of inter-

pretation.
(Sapir 1929, p. 210)

Whorf stated that a person's ideas are:

controlled by inexorable laws of pattern of which
he is unconscious. These patterns are the unper-
ceived intricate systemizations of his own lan-

guage.
(Whorf 1956, p. 252)

Another view held by linguists is that it is social
structure which moulds language (and thus perception).
This has been extensively illustrated by scholars in the
field such as E. Nida who has undertaken exhaustive re-
search in intercultural communication. He has written at
length giving examples of words and phrases (concepts)
which are connected to areas of "distinctive specialization”
such as fishing, hunting or farming activities, in a given
society. He then illustrates how relevant terminology and
thus concepts are less developed or lacking in other so-
cieties where the same activity is not fundamental or ne-
cessary. Often no equivalent or exact equivalent of a
concept which is found in one society exists in another.
However, Nida stated after several years of research,
that there is:

no basis for concluding that language determines

thought.
(Nida 1975, p. 185)

Yet many continue to believe there is such a connection.
This very brief outline of the emergence of percep-
tion, especially environmental perception, as a science
should serve to set this present work in context. The
perhaps over ambitious purpose of this present study is



to attempt to unravel the 'invisible environment image' of
the British Isles as viewed by Italian students thus
touching on an overlooked ‘aspect of perception at macro
scale, following an independent methodology. Questions
were prepared and divided into three sections covering a
wide range of topics to gain information about their per-
ception of geography, economy, institutions, politics and
S0 on, as can be seen from the questionnaire (see Appen-
dix).

A point not to be disregarded is that Great Britain is
not a totally invisible environment for all the participants.
In fact, an attempt was made to find if overall responses
were affected by factors such as visits to the British
Isles and length of stay.

2. THE SAMPLE

The survey was undertaken in the Autumn of 1981,
involving 84 freshly enrolled Italian students of the first
year English Language Course, at the Scuola Superiore di
Lingue Moderne per Interpreti e Traduttori, of the Uni-
versity of Trieste. Thus the group was not formally sam-
pled from a national population. However, the 84 partici-
pants were admitted on successful compilation of a highly
selective admission examination, which is attempted each
year by school leavers from all regions of Italy.

The 84 students were chosen from a large sample of
people who applied randomly from all over the country
and attempted the September 1981 admission exam. The
sample was thus selected according to proficiency in
writing and comprehending English, the students were
assumed to be near equal in standard having congruous
knowledge concerning the British Isles. As 95.24% were of
Italian nationality, they had all presumably received a
similar TItalian state education, had a similar cultural
background affecting their basic attitudes, and pre-
sumably had a higher than average interest in things
British.



Thus the sample was of stratified nature including
people of roughly the same age, with presumably a good
or higher than average, near equal knowledge of the
English language.

The advantages in having chosen a readily available
student sample were convenience, a saving of time, ener-
gy and cost, but using such a select sample had obvious
drawbacks, which must be borne in mind on interpretation
of the results. It is clear that the survey cannot reflect a
well-rounded national study of the mental images of all
Italians of a certain age group. This survey could only
produce an indication of Italian views yielded by a sample
representative of only a small selective portion of the
national population and might hopefully stimulate further
research at other levels.

3. METHOD OF DATA COLLECTION

The procedure used to obtain student responses was
by means of the compilation of a written questionnaire,
(see Appendix) rather than through an interview system.
Students compiled the questionnaire under strict invigi-
lation to save time and prevent any verbal exchange of
information and copying of ideas.

A questionnaire approach was chosen because inter-
view type surveys tend to be costly, take time to com-
plete and if interviewers are not fully trained, they can
unconsciously influence respondents attitudes and thus
answers. The guestionnaire form compiled by the student,
is a structured system of gaining the required information
in a short time with as little error as possible.

A pilot survey was conducted on a small sample of
students in 1981 and from this, alterations, improvements
and additions were made which resulted in the compilation
of the final questionnaire after weeks of careful prepara-
tion and structuring.



Questions were of 3 types. Firstly of 'closed' stru-
ctured nature (for example qu. 4, 6, 22, 39, etec.) which
were kept as brief and to’the point as possible. These
questions offered the student the choice between several
set answers which simplified coding and reduced error
during quantification. Nevertheless the problem arose of
alternative responses where more than one answer was
given for the same question. However despite the added
difficulty in coding and analysis, this led to the possibil-
ity of wider interpretations. Some of these -closed
structured questions were of a more 'open' nature (for
example qu. 24, 32), in that they permitted only five
possible responses (to simplify coding), but the partici-
pants were free to choose for themselves.

A second category of questions which can be called
'open', was given where no set choice was provided but
the student was permitted greater freedom of expression
(for example qu. 14, 19). Obvious difficulties arose in
accurate interpretation of results and quantification. In
fact, the responses were codified according to the truth
or falsity of the statement.

The third type of question asked the student to loca-
te certain geographical features and economic areas on an
outline map of the British Isles, to produce an overall
mental image. These questions led to the most arduous
task in coding and great difficulty in finding an accurate
and workable technique for producing the average mental
map.

Despite all attempts to simplify the questionnaire de-
sign, the vast scope of the survey led to very lengthy
and laborious undertakings such as coding responses,
conversion of data onto a data matrix and various prob-
lems concerning the choice of analysis.

The questionnaire was divided basically into three
sections, the first designed to obtain general background
information. Individual structural variables were thus ob-
tained from questions 1-7 and question 39 (of closed
structured type). It was hoped that the second section
would lead to the compilation of mental maps of city



location, general geography and economic features (ques-
tions 8, 9, 10, 11 and 32). The third section included
factual questions, covering a wide range of -cultural
topics, such as geography, economy, politics, institu-
tions, religion, language, etc. (see questions 12-38).

One of the main problems encountered resulting from
the use of individual form compilation was incompleteness,
despite all attempts to avoid ambiguity. Although students
had presumably reached a high level of knowledge concer-
ning the English language, some of the questions were
related to specialized fields and not all students were able
to answer fully. As the Trieste school requires that Eng-
lish be used as a language of instruction, the question-
naire was written in English. Compilation was undertaken
during the first normal lesson hour of the academic year
and served the double purpose of extracting information
for the survey and leading to active discussion about
British life and culture (in English). The specialized na-
ture of the student sample should have eliminated any
fears of miscomprehension of the English text. During
compilation, all students were free to enquire if they felt
they did not fully understand what was being asked.

4, SURVEY RESULTS

a. Section one - General background information.

The first step taken after the 84 questionnaires had
been collected, was to set about recording the responses
on a data matrix in codified form. Later this information
was memorized by a System 36 IBM Computer. Once this
lengthy operation was completed, work could begin on the
simple extraction of the first results related to the section
on general background information (questions 1-7 and 39
of closed structured type), with relative description and
graphic representation.



qu. 1 - Age

The response to question 1 on the age of the parti-
cipants is shown in figure 1. As expected for a first year
Italian university class, the mean lies between the 19-20
age group (19.59 years).
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Fig. 1 - Age distribution of student sample
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qu. 2 and 3 - Sex, nationality and residence

The divided circle to show sex distribution in figure
2, indicates the clear predominance of females over males
(82.15% and 17.85% respectively). This notable discrep-
ancy has tended to be the norm at the Scuola Superiore
di Lingue Moderne over the years, maybe reflecting a
public view that translating, interpreting and foreign lan-
guage learning in general are more suitable as professions
for females. Figure 2, also includes a divided circle show-
ing nationality (question 3) and gives the geographical
distribution of Italian residents. As expected, the majo-
rity, eighty students (95.24% of the sample), were 1tal=
ian. The remaining four included one Australian and three
of unknown nationality. Of the eighty students of Italian
nationality, fifty-eight (70.73%) came from the north,
fourteen (17.07%) came from central Italy and ten (12.02%)
from the south and islands.

The regional distribution of residents for eighty-two
(nationals and non-nationals) is made clearer in figure 3.
Most Northerners came from the Veneto, Friuli-Venezia
Giulia and Emilia-Romagna regions. These three regions
are in fact the closest to Trieste in terms of distance and
probably diffusion of information concerning the Scuola
Superiore di Lingue Moderne. Residents from central Italy
came mainly from the Marches and of the ten Southerners,
six were from Apulia. Only five of the twenty Italian
regions were left unrepresented. Of the two remeaining
students not resident in Italy, one gave her habitual res-
idence as being in Yugoslavia. The Italo-Yugoslav border
lies only a few kilometers from the centre of Trieste per-
mitting daily commuting for many. The other gave no ans-
wer,






12.

Fig. 3 - Regional distribution of students resident in
Italy (one dot per student).



13.

H GO DD =

Legend
. Only at school 5. In the U.S.A.
. At school and other 6. In the U.K. and U.S.A.
. Not at school 7. From a parent
. In the U.K. 8. Other

Fig. 4 - How students learnt English
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qu. 4 - Mode of English study

Having obtained and described the general information
on age, sex and nationality, essential to most question-
naires of this kind, question 4 inquired as to how the
participants had learnt their English (see fig. 4). 88.09%
of the total sample (74 students), represented by the
right hand semi-circle, learnt English as a foreign lan-
guage at school. As some students gave more than one
response, it was found that 62.16% (of the 74 students)
had been instructed solely at school, whereas the remain-
ing 37.84% had additional training in the U.K. or U.S.A,.
as shown in the bottom right hand pie diagram. Most
probably this took the form of summer vacation language
courses, staying in colleges or with families and relatives.

The remaining 11.90% (10 students) of the total stu-
dent sample, represented by the left hand semi-circle,
claimed to have received no school instruction in English
but to have learnt through the sources represented in the
bottom left hand pie diagram. Thus they probably learnt
directly by living in an English speaking country or from
an English speaking parent. In two cases, length of stay
in Britain was claimed to be over 9 years and 18 years.
Thus education in the British school system would have
been influential. It results as expected from question 4
that by far the most widespread source of English for the
sample was the Italian school system.

qu. 5 - Length of English study

Another significant measure of student knowledge
about the British Isles was obtained by asking how long
each student had studied English. Figure 5 shows that
53.57% of the sample studied from 6 to 9 years and 15.49%
for over 9 years. Therefore the majority of the sample
(58 students) studied from 6 to over 9 years confirming
my assumption that the sample would have had good or
higher than average quantity of instruction concerning
the British Isles.



